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Interrogating data
When boiling down big data into useful information, companies must have a real 
purpose for it or they may find the rewards underwhelming, warns Alan R Earls

FOR SEVERAL years, big data has been one of the 
hottest topics in IT. Thanks to the introduction 
of cheaper information storage, greater network 
bandwidth and rapidly increasing processing 
power, it is now possible for a business to store 
and use all kinds of data. 

Even procurement, an area for which analytics 
has not been a big focus for investment, has got 
in on the act, searching for tactical wins and 
a strategic advantage. But a few voices have 
begun to question some of the hype around 
big data, suggesting that in some cases it 
may be a solution in search of a problem or, at 
the very least, organisations need to be more 
sophisticated in how they employ it. 

On the theoretical side, a bevy of academics 
have levelled criticism at the big data paradigm. 
This seems to boil down, for the most part, 
to concerns about drawing conclusions 
from statistical evidence when causation 

is not understood. For example, writing in 
Science magazine, David Lazer, a professor 
at Northeastern University in Boston, showed 
that a big data project launched by Google to 
pinpoint flu outbreaks was highly inaccurate. 
Data quality – the old garbage-in-equals-
garbage-out problem – has also been identified 
as a threat to efforts to justify big data spending.

But for those closer to the application of big 
data, the problem is more about implementing 
the information in the most effective way. Bryan 
Eaves, a partner at procurement consulting 
firm Sourcing Business Solutions, says big data 
is part of the solution, but does not provide all 
the answers. “You still need analysts to create 
meaningful reports and business managers to 
interpret those and make meaningful business 
decisions on the back of that,” he explains. 

Eaves, who was previously head of sourcing 
and procurement for gasoline retailer Pilot 
Flying J, among other firms, says all procurement 
functions want to have great data in order to 
determine where to focus their time and efforts.

“One of the problems with most data is 
that it is incomplete,” he notes. For example, 
larger companies have spent millions of dollars 
on computer systems that are supposed to 
generate great data. But that intention can be 
undermined by business practices – particularly 
if buyers use blanket purchase orders which, 
while seemingly easier, do not produce enough 
data to analyse after the fact, he says.

Refined data
Bill Huber, managing director of digital platforms 
and solutions at sourcing and advisory firm 
Alsbridge, says big data can be characterised 
as the art and science of extracting value from 
the reams of both structured and unstructured 
information available from business operations, 
social media and other sources. In other words, 
buying big data does not mean purchasing 
massive amounts of raw data points, but rather 

purchasing a service that mines and refines 
information into something that is useful to 
the business. “Data is like unrefined ore: the 
value of it is the conversion of it into a useful 
material,” he says. 

It is vital for a procurement professional 
using big data to be well informed about the 
subject, says Huber. This includes recognising 
that traditional spend analytics is a purely 
forensic approach and only “the tip of the 
iceberg in terms of the meaningful big data 
potentially available to improve product and 
service quality”. Big data can also improve end 
user satisfaction and compliance, reduce cycle 
times and more, he adds.

Llamasoft, a supply chain design, analytics 
and modelling consultancy for worldwide 
brands such as Ford, Johnsonville Sausage, 
HP, Cardinal Health and ThyssenKrupp, sounds 
a similar attitude of caution. Toby Brzoznowski, 
the firm’s co-founder and EVP, says: “We 
often say data is useful if you have the right 
data and you know how to use it; just having 

Instead of going to the data with a hypothesis in mind 
and making the data tell the story you want, it is better 
to remain objective and let the data tell the story 
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data can be powerful, and parallel processing, 
sound infrastructure and advanced analytical 
tools can make it easier to grasp a wider set 
of data. “Sometimes that drives significantly 
improved insight, but not always,” he adds.

Prasad, who regularly works with CEOs and 
executives to harness big data capabilities, 
has seen individuals struggle to find cases that 
capture the attention of the rest of the business 
and make a meaningful impact. “There is the risk 
of the hype not being the same as the reality and 
for disillusionment to set in,” he says.

“One of the issues, frankly, is the lack of 
ambition about what organisations want to 
accomplish,” he says. If you take big data as just 
a step in the business intelligence continuum, 
for instance, it will be underwhelming. 

“A lot of times we have seen clients get their 
teams together to come up with big data use 
cases, but they all ended up being different 
ways of making reports more available – not 
even necessarily interactive,” Prasad says. 

Given the promise of big data, that is not 
enough to justify the effort. Indeed, something 
more conventional, such as self-service access 
to more conventional data and analytics, could 
be even more important from a business-impact 
standpoint than an anaemic big data launch.

Data quality matters, he warns. Putting poor 
data into the hands of users is not constructive. 
That’s why companies are revisiting topics 
such as master data management, which had 
been largely pushed aside by the rush to the 
panacea of big data. 

In fairness, Prasad notes, big data concepts 
allow for gaps in data while algorithms and 
machine learning can overcome some of 
those problems. But anyone looking at big 
data as just another reporting exercise may be 
very disappointed. n

a plethora of data without understanding how 
to manipulate it to look for answers doesn’t 
provide any benefit,” he says.

One benefit, though, is that the data 
provides insight into the current state of 
operations. However, he notes, utilising data 
with simulations and running what-if scenario 
analyses can provide an actionable look into the 
future of what could be, backed by a company’s 
own data, allowing the business to be more 
nimble and resilient in the face of change.

One mistake that organisations make with big 
data, according to Brzoznowski, is not organising 
it well, so every time they want to analyse the 
data, the process becomes unnecessarily 
cumbersome, requiring additional time and 
resources. “Good data organisation and regular 
blending can allow for automation, which makes 
data easier to use, causing companies to utilise 
it on a regular basis, which then leads to better 
outcomes,” he says.

Data can be misleading on its own, such 
as just sales or manufacturing data, he notes. 
Competing internal objectives can make the 
story the data tells look very different depending 
on the viewer. Instead of going to the data with a 
hypothesis in mind and making the data tell the 
story you want, it is better to remain objective 
and let the data tell the story. “In the long run, 
consistency equals efficiency,” he adds.

Can we justify the effort?
How do you decide if big data is worth pursuing? 
Often, these decisions are based on inadequate 
thinking, explains Anshu Prasad, VP and 
partner in global management consultancy 
firm AT Kearney’s analytics service practice. 
For instance, we make a lot of assumptions: we 
assume that the data going into the process is 
correct. Opening the aperture wider through big 

HOW TO AVOID BIG DATA PITFALLS

Big data has tremendous potential, but it 
may not be for everyone. Experts advocate 
the importance of paying attention to detail 
because many of the problems with big data 
are simply mistakes in implementation. Nicklas 
Brändström, CEO IBX Business Network and 
VP Capgemini BPO, offers several ideas for 
making big data endeavours more successful. 
n  Start small and be realistic.
n  Identify one or two business problems 

and focus on these first in conjunction 
with stakeholders.

n  Once you have identified a problem you 
hope to address, develop hypotheses to 
help guide big data analytics.

n  Identify new or existing data sources 
internally that can help. While procurement 
often relies on enterprise resource 
planning data, audit and quality systems 
can also be fruitful sources.

n  Don’t ignore upstream data sources, such as 
reporting and news feeds or weather data.

n  Build a prototype and be sure it delivers 
useful results before committing 
substantial resources.

n  Stay focused on business issues and 
demonstrate success at the prototype level.

n  Don’t wait until you get funding for the 
ultimate big data system; be willing to start 
small and build experience.


